ABSTRACT -Purpose: To evaluate the information that university students have on epilepsy and to comp a re the diff e rences in attitudes and perception among groups with diff e rent levels of inform a t i o n . Methods: A questionnaire with 13 questions re g a rding knowledge, attitudes and perception about epilepsy was completed by first, third and sixth year medical students and to students from Arts and Science c o u r s e s . Results: First year medical students gave inadequate answers, especially with re g a rd to inform ation about epilepsy and actions to take during seizures. Answers of third and sixth year medical students were more adequate. Arts and Science students gave the poorest responses in relation to specialist information and attitudes re g a rding epilepsy. Discussion: This study suggests that there is an inverse re l a t i o nship between knowledge and stigma on epilepsy. Nevertheless, the best results did not reflect an ideal situation, revealing an urgent need for an improved level of overall health education programs. This can be achieved by implementing educational policies, training programs and the universal inclusion of these subjects in the global educational program.
Epilepsy is the most common serious neuro l o g ical condition, affecting approximately 1% of people in the world 1 , 2 . Tr a d i t i o n a l l y, the criteria used to assess the condition's impact on the individual's life are exclusively clinical parameters: frequency of seizure s , response to treatment, type and severity of the s e i z u res. Curre n t l y, an assessment of success also includes the patient's own perception of the diff i c u lties caused by the condition, since social and cultural problems also interfere in quality of life 3, 4 . Lack of education is likely to be one of the main causes of the stigma related to epilepsy 5 -7 . Even today, dubious comments can often be heard about causes, treatment and consequences of epilepsy in many walks of life.
This study assessing the level of information that university students at the State University of Campinas (UNICAMP) have about epilepsy and their attitudes and perception re g a rding this condition was p a rt of phase III of the Demonstration Project on Epilepsy in Brazil, part of WHO/ILAE/IBE Global Campaing Against Epilepsy, carried out by ASPE 8 .
METHOD
I n s t rument -The questionnaire, shown in the appendix, consisted of 13 objective questions on epilepsy, including questions related to:
-Students' self-assessment on the information they have about epilepsy (advanced, average, insufficient or none). -Main source of information on epilepsy (books, physicians, relatives, perso nal experience, television, scientific meetings). -I n f o rmation on epilepsy (cause, treatment, etiology, having witnessed a seizure, knowing a person with epilepsy). -Attitudes (behavior and attitudes in relation to people with epilepsy). -P e rceptions and feelings (driving vehicles, physical activities, beliefs and feelings regarding seizures). -Demographic data (age, sex, course) was also collected.
Subjects -U n d e rgraduate students at the State University of Campinas, UNICAMP, divided into the following groups: -Group 1: First year medical students. -G roup 2: Third year medical students (who had completed the neurosciences module). -G roup 3: Sixth year medical students (who completed the neurosciences and neurology modules). -G roup 4: Science students reading physics, mathematics, mechanical engineering, or computer science (Sciences). -G roup 5: Art and Humanity students reading economy, h i s t o ry, social sciences, history, philosophy, arts, languages or literature (Arts).
P ro c e d u re -Q u e s t i o n n a i res were completed by first year and third year m edical students at a tim e they were sitting an exam. Sixth year medical students carrying out i n t e rnship activities completed the questionnaires during a lunch break. In the other groups, questionnaire were completed before lectures All questionnaires were re t u rned immediately after they were completed. The pro c e d u res were the same for all subjects and the questionnaire took around twenty minutes to complete.
RESULTS
Two hundred and forty eight questionnaires were completed. The majority (74%) of the subjects were between 19 years and 22 years old. The groups are shown in Table 1 .
The responses are presented re g a rding the following areas in the questionnaire: 1. Inform a t i o n about epilepsy; 2. Attitudes towards epilepsy; 3. Prejudice (Stigma) towards people with epilepsy. Table 2 shows selected answers obtained on this item from the diff e re n t groups. Table 3 shows students' attitudes and feelings towards epilepsy. Table 4 shows responses re g a rding stigma attached to epilepsy.
I n f o rmation about epilepsy -

Attitudes -
Stigma -
DISCUSSION
This study is important because these underg r a duate students are expected to be future pro f e s s i o n a l s in several fields, and are likely to be opinion formers. First year medical students can be considered to be re p resentative of that part of the population that has attended middle schools providing wholesome education, and are probably mainly from the Brazilian middle class. One interesting finding of this study is these first year students acquired information about epilepsy from physicians and books.
I n f o rmation on epilepsy and knowledge about actions to be taken during a seizure were judged to be inadequate in view of their replies to the questions. The level of information possessed by these students may be similar to those from the Science and Arts students, although medical students may have a diff e rent view of epilepsy since their focus of i n t e rest is the individual, diseases and their management.
This study was conducted during the re f o rm u l ation of the medical curriculum at UNICAMP. This ref o rmulated curriculum aims to produce more humane and ethical physicians who are more aware of the social re a l i t y. The implementation of this curr i c u l u m s t a rted in 2001 and there f o rethird year students who p a rticipated in this study underwent the new curriculum. Hence, it was possible to compare the levels of information and perception of the students f rom both curricula (as sixth year medical students received the traditional curriculum). Under the new c u rriculum, students attend lectures on epilepsy in the second year (neuroanatomy and neuro p h y s i o l og y, included in the neuroscience module) that deal with theoretical aspects, clinical cases, videos and discussions on attitudes, prejudice and the social impact of the disease. This resulted in a qualitative impro v ement, mainly in relation to answers on perc e p t i o n and attitudes, which was similar to or better than the perf o rmance of the sixth year students (who had superior knowledge re g a rding information on epilepsy). Sixth year students had no exposure to epilepsy in the first half of their course and their first contact with epilepsy was in the fourth year, when they attended neuro l o g y. Learning through seminars or discussion of outpatient cases pre f e rentially involves clinical aspects (diagnosis, treatment and evolution) to the detriment of discussions on social impact, intervention policies, discrimination and stigma.
Science and Arts students re p resent future Brazilian professionals without medical training. They can be considered part of the Brazilian intellectual elite as they all face very difficult university entrance examinations (Unicamp has one of the most competitive entrance exams in the country), have greater access to quality learning and more information than most of the Brazilian population. These two groups, however, showed the lowest levels in relation to technical knowledge and attitudes. These diff e rences would most probably be more accentuated if the general population, with lower educational levels and less access to information, was evaluated and this may also reveal the high degree of stigma associated with epilepsy.
These results show that there is a relationship between the quantity of information and prejudice. The g roups with less access to information (first year medical students, and students of human and exact sciences) presented the greatest number of inappro p r iate answers, especially about how to proceed during an epileptic seizure. Another important fact is the impact caused by the re f o rmulated curr i c u l u m that brought students into contact with clinical cases earlier, and raised discussions about social pro blems. This is probably why the third and sixth year medical students presented very similar results. N e v e rtheless, the best results found do not re f l e c t an ideal situation. More information is needed about diverse clinical manifestations so that the students feel confident about dealing with people with epilepsy and are able to combat myths as well as beliefs. M o re o v e r, the possibility that answers were given that were "socially correct" should be considered as they probably explain the high percentage (in all g roups) of students who claimed that they would m a rry individuals with epilepsy although, accord i n g to these same students, individuals with epilepsy have a greater chance of developing mental diseases and having children with malformations.
Thus, this seems to suggest that there is an urg e n t need to improve the level of education in relation to e p i l e p s y. This could be achieved by implementing educational policies, training programs and also by universally including these subjects from the basic educational level (to prevent the occurrence of stigma) right up to university level. Information is one of the best and cheapest instruments used to decre ase stigma 9 -1 1 and is a simple and cheap way of successfully improving the quality of life of individuals who manage their own conditions and also have to deal with an excluding, untrained society that limits job possibilities, education and social relationships.
This questionnaire is part of a re s e a rch project that aims at assessing the information that the academic community has on epilepsy. Your answers could help future interventions in the current teaching pattern .
We are grateful for your cooperation in answering this questionnaire.
Name (optional):
Sex: ( ) F ( ) M Age:
Graduation course and year:
Date ___/___/___ Please tick in the appropriate brackets. Some questions have more than one answer. 13. Having completed this questionnaire:
( ) Has your concept of epilepsy remained the same ( ) Are you more aware of the disease and also aware that you knew less about this disease than imagined.
12. Tick the appropriate column.
